To Shunt or Not to Shunt: The Controversy Continues

To the Editor:
We read with interest the report of Drs. Gumerlock and Neuwelt entitled "Carotid endarterectomy: To shunt or not to shunt," which appeared to indicate that routine bypass shunting during carotid endarterectomy significantly reduces the risk of intraoperative neurologic deficit. 1 We recently completed a study of 103 patients undergoing carotid endarterectomy, who were monitored with a two-channel computerized electroencephalogram (CEEG). 2J The decision to place a shunt was based solely on the presence of CEEG signs of cerebral ischemia detected early during carotid cross-clamping. Fourteen patients (13.6%) were shunted, and three of the 14 awoke with new transient (<24 hours) neurologic deficits. In comparison, 89 patients (86.4%) were not shunted and three of the 89 awoke with new neurologic deficits (two transient and one permanent). The most important finding in our study was that five of these six patients who awoke with new neurologic deficits had CEEG signs of cerebral ischemia late during carotid cross-clamping (arteriotomy closure), either after shunt removal or when shunting was no longer technically feasible in the nonshunted patients.
It is possible that routine shunting of all our patients would have prevented the three deficits that occurred in nonshunted patients. However, three other patients suffered a new neurologic deficit despite bypass shunt placement. In addition, routine shunting is not without complications 1 " and appears not to have been warranted in the majority of our patients who were neurologically unchanged postoperatively and in whom CEEG did not reveal any ischemic changes. In view of our findings and those of Drs. Gumerlock and Neuwelt, the real question concerning carotid endarterectomy may not be "to shunt or not to shunt," but "when to shunt and based on what criteria."
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